Introduction
The depth of unconscious processing has long been debated, and it remains unclear whether the results obtained so far reflect the true limitations of unconscious cognition or rather methodological restrictions. Here, we present a "gaze-contingent crowding" paradigm (GCC), which is aimed at characterizing unconscious processes in crowded displays. Crowding occurs when nearby flankers impede the identification of a peripheral stimulus.
We argue that taking advantage of this phenomenon, the method we used bypasses limiting factors encountered in other experimental protocols (CFS, masking). In the following study, we prevent conscious access to emotional faces by these three different techniques, and compare their respective unconscious influences on an evaluative judgment of a Chinese pictograph.
We show that static or dynamic upright crowded faces expressing happiness can bias such decisions, while no effect is observed when using other techniques.
In addition to offering an alternative probe for the study of unconscious cognition, these results support top-down proposals for the origins of crowding effects, thus suggesting that the information extracted from crowded stimuli is not lost in the visual system but rather not consciously accessed. Experimental procedure of GCC method. After 2500ms of prime presentation, a valence task occurred unpredictably in 2/3 trials, and a visibility one in 1/3 trials. In the valence task, the subjects were asked to judge a Chinese pictograph "pleasant" or "unpleasant". The prime was replaced by a filler as soon as the subject's gaze diverged towards it.
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